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1. "The Empire Writes Back”: Historicizing
Postcolonial Studies

The canonization of that holy trinity of postcolonial
founders, Homi Bhabha, Edward Said, and Gayatri
Spivak, is complete. These three postcolonial critics
emerged from the poststructuralist revolution ready
to apply new theoretical paradigms and techniques in
their analyses of colonial and postcolonial culture.
Particularly in Orientalism
in "Can the Subal
tern Speak?” and In Other Worlds (1988) and in
Nation and Narration (1990), they laid the founda
tion for the development of a new field of study.
Later writings by the founding trio, along with books
like Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffins The Empire Writes
Back: Theory and Practice in Postcolonial Literatures
(1989) or New National and Post-colonial Literatures
(1996), helped to sustain and institutionalize the
field.
The founding figures,
the early anti-colonial
revolutionaries, had blind spots and limitations, but
their projects were bold and ground-breaking. They
doing something new, and working against the
orthodox resistance and inertia of the literary estab
lishment. Said’s Orientalism, for instance, marked a
seminal moment in forcing the Western metropole to
confront its colonial and postcolonial history. Focus
ing on Western constructions of the Orient,
notes, "Orientalism is a style of thought based upon
an ontological and epistemological distinction made
between ‘the Orient’ and (most of the time) ‘the
Occident’ ... in short, Orientalism [is] a Western
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style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient” (23).
Since its arrival, Orientalism has been subjected to a barrage of attacks,
ranging from Marxist to Zionist to neo-conservative sources.1 Its polemical,
controversial nature helped to bring attention to the political and theoretical
stakes of cultural and theoretical studies, which went on to become a coherent
field of cultural analysis in the humanities. Dozens of studies and reviews have
pointed to the alleged weaknesses and methodological inconsistencies of Ori
entalism, and yet the book still stands as one of the most influential scholarly
works of the last twenty-five years.
In their more recent writings — especially Said’s Culture and Imperialism
Bhabhas The Location of Culture (1994), and Spivak’s Critique of Post
colonial Reason (1999) — the founding triumvirate have responded to their dis
ciples and detractors, strategically repositioning themselves in increasingly
sophisticated and effective ways. Spivak’s recent work, for example, has devel
oped the question of the female subaltern further, situating her in a deconstructive posture toward Kant, Hegel and Marx. In A Critique of Postcolonial
Reason,
resuscitates the figure of the subaltern female native informant,
which she had first featured in “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” in order to coun
teract the excess of masculine postcolonial
Homi Bhabha’s The Location of Culture carries forward and refines his cri
tique of nationalist and colonialist discourse. With an intensified self-con
sciousness that must come from a sense of postcolonialism’s arrival and triumph
in the academic world, Bhabha has continued the call for an identity politics of
toleration, diversity and positive transformation. He observes that in this fin de
siècle juncture “we find ourselves within a moment of transit where space and
time cross to produce complex figures of difference and identity, past and pre
sent, inside and outside, inclusion and exclusion” (1). And in response, he calls
for a “need to think beyond narratives of originary and initial subjectivities and
to focus on those moments or processes that are produced in the articulation of
cultural differences” (1).
Said, in Culture and Imperialism, continues to explore the relationship
between culture — specifically literature — and imperialism. But here he
eschews the quasi-Foucauldian approach of Orientalism in order to recuperate
a progressive political function for the “great” Western works of literature that
he reveres, arguing that they helped to make possible “the emergence of oppo
sition” in colonial and then postcolonial culture. Making a virtue of necessity,
Culture and Imperialism on a remarkably optimistic note. Exile
and migration become the means to achieve a progressive universalism: “all
these hybrid counter-energies, at work in many fields, individuals and
moments, provide a community or a culture made up of numerous anti-sys
temic hints and practices for collective human existence ... that is not based on
coercion or domination” (335). According to Said, there is a “cultural coalition
now being built between anti-imperialist resistance in the peripheries and
oppositional culture of Europe and the United States” (261) — or, at least, there
was in 1993 (one wonders what revisions
would need to make given the
geopolitical developments that have occurred since).
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Said’s defiant claim, toward the end of Culture and Imperialism, that "Not
everything can be bought off” (335), must be considered in light of the fact that
postcolonialism now occupies a secure place within the Western academic
establishment. Certainly, postcolonialism is here to stay. Today, postcolonial
study centers exist throughout the anglophone world, English departments
require at least one postcolonial specialist, postcolonial graduate students are
being prepared for careers as postcolonial critics, and courses in "Postcolonial
Literature” are being taught where once there was much less coverage of what
was called "Commonwealth Literature.” Before postcolonialism, Irish, African,
Arab, Indian, and Caribbean literatures were taught region by region, whereas
now a theoretical framework often brings various postcolonial texts and con
texts together in useful and productive ways. Furthermore, the insights of post
colonial criticism have impacted other contexts, especially colonial literature
and culture, but also other fields such as history and anthropology. The possi
bilities are almost limitless: in recent years, we have witnessed the publication
of anthologies like The Postcolonial Bible, The Postcolonial Middle Ages, Post-colo
nial Shakespeares and Postcolonial America. And the terminology spawned by
postcolonial critics is widely used in all fields of cultural analysis. Terms like
"hybridity,” "orientalism,” or "subaltern” are ubiquitous buzzwords. We also
have a new, postcolonial canon that includes
such as Frantz Fanons Black
Skin, White Masks and The Wretched of the Earth, Albert Memmi’s The Coloniz
er and the Colonized, C. R. James’ The Black Jacobins, and Aimé Césaire’s Dis
course on Colonialism as well as works by authors like Salman Rushdie, Anita
Desai, Nawal El Saadawi,Tayeb
Chinua Achebe, Jean Rhys, Derek Wal
cott, and J. M. Coetzee. Not only has postcolonialism drawn our attention to
literary production outside the West, but it has also ensured that we
again read "classics” like Kipling’s Kim or Forster’s A Passage to India as purely
English texts. The boundaries of postcolonialism have been stretched to the
point of globalization, and postcolonial critics have engaged productively with
theories of race, class and gender. The interventions brought about from this
new theoretical stance have brought cultural polyvalence to the fore as one of
the defining features of the postmodern condition. The field has also helped to
develop a critical knowledge of states of marginality and perceived otherness,
and this increased awareness has catalyzed new energies and changed the cul
tural and pedagogical scene in politically positive ways. The rosiest picture of
all these developments would portray postcolonialism as the heroic, academic
equivalent of non-European resistance literature. In a 1993 essay, Said made
the case for postcolonialism’s success, based on a larger claim for the
of "lit
erature” in decolonization:
For in the decades-long struggle to achieve decolonization and indepen
dence from European control, literature has played a crucial role in the
reestablishment of a national cultural heritage, in the reinstatement of
native idioms, in the reimagining and refiguring of local histories, geogra
phies, communities. As such then literature not only mobilized active resis
tance to incursions from the outside but also contributed massively as the
shaper, creator, agent of illumination within the realm of the colonized.
("Figures” 316)
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Said, as a professor of “literature,” declares that the postcolonial critic has
played a progressive role, bearing a new body of postcolonial texts and deploy
ing them strategically in the classroom, in critical discourse, and in the intel
lectual community at large.
it initially evolved, the classical postcolonial
pointed to a sim
ple, violent hierarchy — a radical asymmetry of power. Curiously, it seemed to
mimic the defining structure of colonialism. Most often, British high imperi
alism, and the power of the colonial ruler over the colonized subject peoples,
has been emphasized. Binary opposition between Orient and Occident, colo
nizer and colonized, European gaze and native resistance, tended to stratify
into a simplistic oppositional structure. A recent PMLA essay by David Chioni
Moore points out that the postcolonial project has shown us how “the cultures
of postcolonial lands are characterized by tensions between the desire for
autonomy and a history of dependence, between the desire for autochthony and
the fact of hybrid, part-colonial origin, between resistance and complicity, and
between imitation (or mimicry) and originality” (Moore 112).
Homi Bhabhas influential work, which
much later than Said’s Orien
talism, and
been influenced less by Foucault than by Derridian paradigms,
has tended to complicate these binaries, by stressing, for example, the strategies
of mimicry, hybridity and acculturation that were carried out by certain colo
nized subjects. Thus in The Location of Culture, Bhabha explores and promotes
identity-formation within “in-between” spaces, offering an inclusive vision of
shifting, multiple subject positions:

The move away from the singularities of “class” or “gender” as primary con
ceptual and organizational categories, has resulted in an awareness of the
any
location, 
t positions — of race, gender,
Sara generation, institutional
geopolitical locale, sexual orientation — that inhabit
claim to identity
in the modern world.
(1)
Bhabha and others who have followed in his wake recognize that binary
structures can only explain certain discursive formations, but that the under
standing of cross-cultural encounters must acknowledge not polarized distinc
tions, but networks, systems and matrices that allow for complex instabilities of
identity and cultural positioning. In fact, Bhabha somewhat wishfully declares,
“I like to think, there is overwhelming evidence of a more transnational and
translational sense of hybridity of imagined communities” (5).
Thus, clearly, what Abdul JanMohamed has called “the economy of
Manichean allegory” has given way, in the best post-Saidian projects, to a more
fluid and nuanced approach. Examples of this kind of recent work might
include Srinivas Aravamudans Tropicopolitans, Irvin Schick’s The Erotic Mar
gin, Paul Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic,
Suleri’s The Rhetoric ofEnglish India,
Lisa Lowe’s Critical Terrains, Anne McClintock’s Imperial Leather, and Joseph
Roach’s Cities of the Dead. The hallmark of these excellent studies, and others
like these, is that they do not get bogged down in the binaries. Avoiding
dichotomization, they offer a more flexible model of cross-cultural interaction
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and cross-pollination, and their mappings of temporal and spatial movement,
development, and regression resist simplistic teleologies.
Postcolonialism has always been a dynamic field, and it continues to
and change while always resisting the formation of a rigid, monolithic ortho
doxy. First wave postcolonialism has been followed by a second (and perhaps a
third) wave, and later postcolonialists have been perhaps more cautious, more
local, and not as sweeping in their theoretical and historical claims» The dra
matic critical rhetoric of the postcolonial founders brought attention to the new
field, but recent writers have been more skeptical, even self-critical of the
emerging field and its politics, its posturing, its place and function in the West
ern academy. The scope, definition and function of postcoloniality have been
heatedly and repeatedly discussed in
academic media. Aijaz Ahmad,
Arif Dirlik, Bishnupriya Ghosh, Linda Hutcheon, Gyan Prakash, Sangeeta
Ray and Henry Schwarz, Ella Shohat and many others have joined in this
widespread debate.2 Like all other forms of postmodern theory, postcolonial
ism is not capable of simply analyzing
and cultures; it must be constantly
hassling itself, turning reflexively upon its own principles and practices, debat
ing and sometimes attacking what constitutes its own basis for validity» As
as 1987,1992 and 1993, Graham Huggan, Anne McClintock and Benita
Parry were remarking on the "problems," "pitfalls,” and "discontents” of post
colonial studies. According to David Chioni Moore, however, "these autocri
tiques . . . have only strengthened the fields hold” (112), producing newer,
improved definitions of postcoloniality that are more rigorous and more flexi
at the same time» Though Moore may be right, it is hard not to see the
other point of view, from which all of postcolonialism's self-examination mere
ly functions to internalize and contain critical energies that might otherwise
function in a more overtly productive political way.
There are many different tendencies that we
trace through the pro
liferating number of books and articles that have sought to define, refine or
expose postcolonialism's theoretical or political character, but here we will focus
on what is perhaps the biggest challenge to postcolonialism's legacy and future,
namely, a concern that institutionalized postcolonialism is politically
— and that its potential for subversion is contained by the capitalist New
World Order»
's claims for the liberatory effects of postcolonialism (as stat
ed above) have been countered by others who see postcolonialism as an essen
tially co-optive movement, allied to the questionable "multiculturalism” that has
been manifested under late capitalism. Some of these detractors have launched
blistering attacks on the formation and function of the field. Bishnupriya
Ghosh, for example, has questioned the role of the postcolonial critic in the
academy and suggested that postcolonialism "function[s] within a
cul
tural economy — a bazaar
non-western artifacts — the category panders
the needs of that global market, producing ever more reified versions of "other”
worlds.” Kwame Anthony Appiah puts it another way: "Postcoloniality is the
condition of what we might ungenerously call a comprador intelligentsia: a rel
atively small, Western-style, Western-trained group of writers and thinkers,
who mediate the trade in cultural commodities of world capitalism at the
periphery” (348)» Arnab Chakladar points to the Westernized elitism of what

Published by eGrove, 2020

5

Journal X, Vol. 6 [2020], No. 1, Art. 2

6

Journal x

he terms “the power of the court language of metropolitan postcolonialism”
(185). He goes on to say that “metropolitan postcolonial studies threatens
imperialism of its own, one in which the third world produces texts for the first
world academics’ consumption” (186).
Aijaz Ahmad has gone even further in his efforts to darken the rosy picture
of postcolonial criticism painted by Edward Said and those who believe in
postcolonialism’s political effectiveness. Ahmad contextualizes the rise of post
colonialism within the recent history of globalization and liberal humanism’s
triumphalism. He sees a powerful anti-revolutionary tendency or symptom at
work: “what used to be known as ‘third world literature’ gets re-christened as
postcolonial literature’ when the governing theoretical framework shifts from
Third World nationalism to postmodernism” (1). Ahmad is particularly hostile
to the poststructuralist tendencies in postcolonialism, but Said’s relative dis
tance from hardcore poststructuralism does not save him from attack. In
Ahmad’s chapter on “ Orientalism and After” from In Theory, he claims that
“Said’s procedures of 1978 are radically anti-Foucauldian and are taken direct
ly from the High Humanist traditions of Comparative Literature and Philolo
gy” (167). More generally, Ahmad resists the expansion of postcoloniality to
include American, Australian, or other non-“third world” contexts. Overall he
condemns an “aggrandized sense of the term [postcolonial]” that arose as
“generic definitions of periods, authors and writings gathered force through a
system of mutual citations and cross-referencing among a handful of writers
and their associates” (7).
The positions of Ahmad and
on postcolonialism may be said to repre
sent two extremes (like the orientalists’ East and West) in our understanding of
postcolonialism as a practice and an institution. Surely a measured evaluation
of what postcolonialism “is” lies somewhere in-between the poles that they have
defined. It is hard, however, to deny the postmodern sense of futility expressed
in an uncharacteristically gloomy moment by Appiah: “Perhaps the predica
ment of the postcolonial intellectual is simply that as intellectuals ...
are,
indeed, always at the risk of becoming otherness machines, with the manufac
ture of alterity as our principle role. Our only distinction in the world of texts
to which we are latecomers is that we can mediate it to our fellows” (356). But
(as Appiah himself would surely acknowledge) the postcolonial critic is not only
gripped by a “predicament” but she is also a participant in an on-going struggle
that is gaining momentum. Palpable progress has been made: even during an
era of conservative retrenchment in the West, postcolonial critics have moved
in and expanded their numbers, bringing their strong, though politically
diverse, voices into the universities.

2. Future Locations for the Postcolonial Critic
As the work of postcolonial critics goes on, now
decades later, postcolonial
scholarship seems to have been domesticated and absorbed into the AngloAmerican curricular and academic status, under the general call of diversity,
multiculturalism, and ethnicity, and other such politically correct
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Overall, as we have demonstrated above, there seems to be
end to the tex
tual objects produced by debates on the “limits of postcolonialism,” as well to
the expansion of faculty appointments and research projects in the field. The
question remains, however, as to what new directions are available to the post
colonial intellectuals so that they may counter charges of being co-opted by
globalization and becoming “otherness machines”? And what are the intellec
tual and political stakes for the continuing validity of postcolonial studies in the
In addressing these issues, we will consider the problematics of location per
taining to the postcolonial critic, who, while questioning the concept of a
homogenous national culture, has also become complicit with a new, insidious
form of trans-nationalism. This is evident in the way postcolonial theory is
self-reflexively preoccupied with its own discursive and conceptual trajectories,
rather than with its material effects in specific geopolitical arenas of struggle.
When critics like Appiah, Chakladar, and others bemoan the role of postcolo
nial critics as an elite and opportunistic group of traders dealing in third-world
products in a global cultural economy, they remind us that as a global discourse
postcolonialism lacks the
of a local place. And it is important to recog
nize, as Ann duCille observes, that the global scope of postcolonial discourse
threatens local, ethnic movements like Afrocentricity:
Postcolonial discourse rises today in the U.S. academy as a more elegant
incarnation of what used to be called world literature, third-world litera
ture, Commonwealth studies, or area studies — all contemplations of the
exotic, foreign other. As an academic discipline, postcoloniality
its
current preeminence not only from traditional, often orientalist, and
remarkably well-funded area studies it has somewhat eclipsed, but also
from the very resistance narratives it seems to threaten: black studies and
womens studies, for example. Unlike African-American and other local
narratives of marginality, postcoloniality is being figured as a universal master
narrative, containing all difference.
(126; emphasis added)

If duCille somewhat reductively ignores the proliferation of theoretical para
and techniques within postcolonialism, it is because she believes that
“postcoloniality is a discourse sti in the process of locating itself”
that it
is “intellectually elastic and decentered”(128). Despite her somewhat sweeping
assertions, duCille, like other critics from outside the field, significantly points
to the “limits” of postcolonialism as a global discourse. Indira Karamcheti
offers a similar critique: “If [postcolonialism] continues to be developed as a
totalizing narrative cut off from a local place, it can be used within academia to
displace those minority groups whose social struggles for empowerment and
representation cleared the space with which postcoloniality operates” (cited in
duCille 127).
Both Karamcheti and duCille focus on the reception and effect of post
colonialism in the cultural formation of English
in the U.S., suggesting
it has led to a dilution of racial specificity, while celebrating alterity as a privi
leged position. As duCille notes, the “non-white, no-fault blackness of Indian,
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Bengali, Asian, Arab . . . and other postcolonial scholars has proven a boon for
the North American academy. . . . The displacement of cultural and geopoliti
cal difference has enabled an
diversity, a “black” presence without... his
torical and political particularities” (duCille 129).
While all critics would agree about postcoloniality’s global reach, which has
made it a kind of “travelling theory,” its effects, in the present and the future,
are debatable and controversial. Does postcoloniality enable a “transnational
and translational sense of the hybridity of imagined communities” as Bhabha
argues in The Location of Culture? Or is it a powerful master narrative endless
ly producing otherness and alterity, while erasing racial and ethnic specificities?
As we have said, we believe that poststructualist approaches such as Bhabhas
have been crucial in understanding the
discursive formations within
which colonial and postcolonial struggles took place. By illuminating strategies
of mimicry and hybridity, critics such as Bhabha opened the way for a new
understanding of identity-formation under conditions of oppression and
duress. Yet the ease with which Bhabha yokes and elides varying identities and
distinct causes in his hybrid “imagined community” or “new internationalism”
(5) dilutes the political impact of particularities like

Contemporary Sri Lankan theatre represents the deadly conflict between
the Tamils and the Sinhalese through allegorical references to State brutal
ity in South Africa and Latin America; the Anglo-Celtic canon of Aus
tralian literature and cinema is being rewritten from the perspective of
Aboriginal political and cultural imperatives.
(Location 5)
Having evoked these imagined communities, we believe the postcolonial critics
must move beyond such allegorical and metaphoric links and instead, empha
size the specificity of political resistance within the material boundaries of
nations and institutions, manifested in walls, check points, barbed wires, or in
sheer geographical isolation. Thus, one call for the future would be to privilege
geopolitical locale as a
for subject formation.
Salah Hassan notes in
essay for this volume, while postcolonialism is a study that “produces its object
in terms of a geography of cultural difference,” it is reluctant to focus on mate

, national boundaries, given its emphasis
on the new transnational culture.
Sri
Hassan presents this problem succinctly:

c

A postcolonialism that differentiates Jew from non-Jew, Palestinian from
non-Palestinian, but does not distinguish between Zionism and Palestinian
resistance, both reduced to a dreaded nationalism, surrenders political cri
tique to a pursuit of the myth of a new “transnational”
(this volume)

Perhaps a new direction for the postcolonial critic would be to de-link and re
territorialize the fate of Palestinians,
Lankan rebels, Mexican immigrants,
African-Americans, and Aboriginal Australians into specific and separate
domains: behind the borders and barbed-wire walls, in the guerilla hideouts, in
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inner-city ghettoes, and on arid settlement lands. In its current state, post
colonial scholarship has opened avenues for selected non-Western scholars to
arrive at the former metropolitan centers, but coercive boundaries of nation
hood prevent a free-flowing, two-way exchange and cross-fertilization of ideas.
Overall, while postcoloniality's engagement with theories of difference has
enabled it to present, on a global scale, a critique of hegemonic systems such as
capitalism or sexism, its theory-driven critique remains largely disengaged from
specific geopolitical struggles« Therefore, a future direction for postcoloniality
would
to re-assert a politics of location in order to emphasize, as McClintock
and others do, that
areas of the globe are hardly postcoloniaL While post
colonial
may frequently take on a quasi-nomadic role, with a propensity
for mobility and border-crossings, they should more explicitly recognize that
they are always able to elude the constraints of geography and of a fixed trajec
tory of travel«
Mokhtar Ghambous essay in this volume aptly sums up these concerns
when he examines "the difference between the 'literal' and the 'figurative mean
ings of nomadism'” — a key term in postcolonial theory, as follows:

Despite its most sophisticated articulations, nomadology is
able to
blur the gap between the "metaphorical” nomad, a Euro-American
endowed with the will to global mobility and border crossing, and the "lit
eral” nomads [Tuaregs, bedouins, Native Americans] who derive their exot
ic value from their confinement to strict tribal or regional boundaries « « «
and enter the nomadist [theoretical] text to concretize the pleasures of
global mobility and subversive urban criticism without productively bene
fiting from them.
(this
One way out of this impasse of metaphorical nomadism and allegorical
community-building is to reaffirm the cause of writing within a specific, his
torical and geopolitical context« In this
one can see the continuing rele
vance of Barbara Harlows call for a study of "resistance literature” (a term
coined by the Palestinian writer and activist, the late Ghassan Kanafani). The
challenge of reviving this project today from our postmodern and postcolonial
perspective is complex. While we cannot return to essentialist notions of a
national, racial, ethnic, and gender identity, we must nonetheless attempt to
focus on the "cultural and ideological expressions of resistance, armed
liberation, and social revolution in those geopolitical regions referred to as the
'Third World'” (Harlow 14). We would further qualify this formulation by
rejecting the broad sweep of the category of "Third World” regions, and sug
gest the intractable force of boundaries controlling movement to and from spe
cific locations.
One strategy for postcolonial critics to re-capture a sense of location is to
return to literature — a neglected and somewhat suspect form among post
colonial scholars. The imaginative power of literature to capture and natural
ize "reality” has come under so much scrutiny that postcolonial critics seem to
downplay the importance of literature as an arena of important political and
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ideological struggles. A recovery of previously unknown texts — novels, plays,
films
from non-European, frequently marginalized cultures would breathe
new life into the postcolonial project as would a study of the material condi
tions of production of these literatures.
Literature, and the narrative or generic conventions that inform literature,
requires the representation of the local, of particular
Plays, poems,
novels, short stories, travel narratives and even postmodern, hybrid texts and
genres, all require the use of localized, concrete details, descriptions of human
aspiration, suffering, struggle and triumph. Lived
is negotiated,
rewritten and represented in literary texts that reach out for an audience beyond
mass media and the disposable forms of postmodern culture. Literature pro
duced within and about colonial or postcolonial social conditions can be
brought to the Western academy, not simply as the object of Western, xeno
phobic pleasure, but as a means to sustain cross-cultural exchange. Studying,
teaching or writing about postcolonial literature
lead, not only to elaborate,
self-conscious theorizing, but also to consciousness-raising.
Not all postcolonial literary texts will qualify as resistance literature, but
such text will need to be analyzed for its ideological function, and that analysis
can carry out the work of resistance, even if the text is not particularly or whol
progressive in its tendencies. While literature cannot be privileged above
culture as a whole and cannot be given a transcendent position, it can be
restored to a more central place in the work of postcolonialism. Postcolonial
ism can be the bearer of local meanings that help to explain and historicize the
present predicament of Palestine, Tunisia, India, and other countries, rather
than dissolving the particles of local knowledge in a global “melting pot” of
postcolonial otherness. In order to do this, postcolonialism must not only
translate and import foreign literature for metropolitan consumption, but it
must return relentlessly to the sources of postcolonial literature outside the
West in order to engage in a productive process of
and dialogue.
Perhaps it would be appropriate to offer an example from literature as a
model for our postcolonial practice. Amin Maalouf’s historical novel, Leo
Africanus, about a Moor named Hasan ibn Muhammed al-Wazzan is a post
colonial text about exchange, dialogue, translation and communication as alter
natives to hatred, religious persecution, suffering, war and devastation. Hasan,
known to Christians by the name of John Leo Africanus, is not a purely
tional creation. He
lived and traveled during the late fifteenth and early
sixteenth centuries and was the author of a Description ofAfrica, a book that he
wrote while serving the Pope in Rome during the 1520s (it was translated from
Latin into English by John Pory, and was known to Shakespeare). Maalouf’s
rewriting of the Mediterranean past clearly has analogies with the recent histo
ry of the Middle East and his native Lebanon. It is an anti-ethnocentric novel,
a text that represents the past as a narrative of cultural mixture and migrancy.
Individuals meet, interact and find themselves negotiating in the spaces within
or between larger cultural and political systems. The survival of Maalouf’s hero
depends upon adaptation, flexibility and tolerance of difference. It is not a
Utopian vision of the past; rather, it recognizes the Emits of language and cul
ture to prevent misunderstanding, aggression or exploitation. These limits are
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exemplified by the project of a Roman Catholic Saxon printer, a disciple of
Erasmus whom Maalouf's Hasan meets in Rome. He is engaged in what the
narrator, Hasan, describes as a "mad scheme”:

This was to prepare an enormous lexicon in which
word should appear
in a multitude of languages, including Latin, Arabic, Hebrew, Greek,
Saxon, German, Italian, French, Castilian, Turkish, and many others. For
my part I undertook to provide the Arabic and Hebrew sections on the
basis of a long ist of Latin words.
This printer spoke with moving fervour:
"This project will probably never see the light of day, at least not in my
lifetime or in the form for which I strive. Nevertheless I am ready to
my life and my money to it. To strive so that all men may be able to under
stand each other, is that not the noblest of ideals?” To this grandiose dream,
this marvellous folly, the Saxon printer had given the name Anti-Babel.
(332)
Postcolonialism cannot begin by assuming a status as a meta-discursive Anti
Babel — it cannot rise above the differences of local culture and historical par
ticularity to carry out a rarified theoretical project transcending linguistic or
cultural difference — and becoming an "otherness machine.” Theory must
inform the political practice that postcolonial scholarship declares as its raison
d'être. Postcolonialism can do what Maaalouf’s protagonist, Hasan, does: it can
survive and prosper by working both in the Western context and in other cul
tures, other worlds, other words — but then return "home” to
with the
politics of location. And it can keep the Saxons Utopian dream in mind.
Even Bhabha promotes the role of "world literature [as] a study of the way
in which cultures recognize themselves through their projections of‘otherness’”
(The Location of Culture 12). While he seems to privilege the literary work that
deals with the "transnational histories of migrants” rather than the "transmis
of national traditions,” he also cites the work of Toni Morrison and Nadine
Gordimer as articulations of historically specific domestic spaces. Thus, he
describes the significance of their novels as follows: "the historical specificities
and cultural diversities that inform each of these texts would make a global
argument purely gestural” (9). It is this kind of relation of art (literature and
film) to social reality that we would like to promote for consideration in the
future of postcolonial studies.

3. Re-thinking Postcoloniality: An Introduction to this Volume
The five essays in this volume, we believe, draw on the field of postcolonial the
ory as it exists, while challenging its presumptions and methods. They also
journey to specific arenas of geopolitical struggle, while recovering non-European texts and films (with one exception) as sites of resistance and ideological
struggle. All these essays explore the limits and possibilities of postcolonialism
and in the process, we believe, testify to the richness and continuing validity of
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such a field of study.
The opening essay of this volume by Salah Hassan examines why the “foun
dations and practices of postcolonialism often perpetuate a geography of cul
tural difference ... [failing] to break free of a mode of thought informed by the
cultural partitioning of the globe that underwrote imperialism” (this volume).
He points to a dichotomy between postcolonialism’s critique of essential cul
tural difference while still being caught up in the binaries of Europe/nonEurope. Charting the various attempts to define the postcolonial field, Hassan
examines the complex figuration of Palestine within those debates.
The question of Palestine poses some intractable problems to the Western
postcolonial
How can Palestine be made to articulate the theme of colo
nialism in the postcolonial era? Given that it is not a nation — “not adequate
ly post” — is it suitable for postcolonial analysis? Furthermore, as Hassan
pointedly notes, the anti-nationalist emphasis of postcolonial studies — exem
plified by anthologies like Nation and Narration — represses or evades the his
tory of the Palestinian loss of nation-hood. Thus, it is not surprising that while
the “Third World” as a category of analysis is able to accommodate the Arab
world in general and Palestine in particular, they have been marginalized in
postcolonial
Hassan explains why Palestine evades the discursive and political grasp of
postcolonial critics as they chart the decolonization movements and/or gesture
toward postcolonial and transnational imagined communities. "The question
with regard to Palestine is not whether it is postcolonial, but whether the 1947
UN partition of Palestine and the 1967 Israeli occupation are recognized as
colonialism, or as something new and distinct, and more pernicious forms of
territorial conquest” (this
If postcolonial critics have (with a
exceptions) failed Palestine, Hassan
argues, Palestinian writers such as the late Ghassan Kanafani have directly
addressed the issue of partition and occupation. His novel, Men in the Sun first
appeared in Arabic in 1962, but it is notable that English translations of this
novel and other shorter
"A Hand in the Grave,”
published in
1978, the same year that Said’s Orientalism
out. Unlike postcolonial crit
icism, these works have directly and forcefully intervened in the ideological and
political struggles in which the Palestinians were embroiled. Whether
Kanafani is expressing a critique of the national borders in the Middle East in
his novel or addressing the somewhat tangential issues of class
emerg
ing in the tensions between education and superstition in "A Hand in the
Grave,” he offers an important challenge to Western representations of Pales
tine. Hassan’s detailed readings of these stories clearly show us how Kanafani
offers a radically new cartography of difference and nationhood, while bringing
together both the historical and the local dimensions of the Palestinian struggle.
Touria Khannous’ essay shows how women experienced both colonization
and decolonization differently from men. Male postcolonial critics and politics
have often ignored the gendering of imperialism and decolonization, as they
represent history in broad, universalizing strokes, while ignoring women’s expe
s. Khannous responds to such a need as she examines the colonial and
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postcolonial history of Tunisia via a feminist analysis of the work of contempo
rary North African women film directors: Silences of the Palace (1994) and Door
to the Sky (1988) by Moufida Tlatli and Farida Benlyazid respectively. Strate
gically choosing film as their medium, these two feminist filmmakers effective
ly use cinematic techniques to
the male gaze to locate the woman
as the subject of space” in order to challenge both colonial and patriarchal dom
ination. Both films, according to Khannous, offer a wide-ranging critique of
Islamic patriarchy, colonial oppression, and Western concepts of women s liber
ation. In doing so, they serve as good examples of feminist "cinematic counter
telling” which characterizes contemporary films produced by Third World
women directors.
Tlatli’s film, Silences of the Palace, focuses on the lives of Tunisian women
slaves who live in the Beys’ palace at the height of the anti-colonial struggle
against the French rulers of Tunisia. Encouraging critical reflection on the sen
sitive subject of slaves in Muslim society, Tlatli’s film represents minority
groups — women and slaves — in order to challenge traditional "Islam’s claim
to universality and equality.” The film takes the audience to the time when
Tunisia was on verge of independence in the 1950s and ends with a critique of
the indigenous, male nationalists who have
to keep their promises and
bring about gender and class equality in postcolonial Tunisia.
While Silences of the Palace presents 1950s Tunisian women during the
height of the anti-colonial struggle but marginalized as slaves in the Beys’
palace, Farida Benlyazid’s film offers a feminist critique of anti-colonial nation
alist discourse. In its representations, as Khannous explains, Door to the Sky
dramatizes the contrast between the "modern” and the "traditional” within con
temporary Moroccan social formations in which the female protagonist’s quest
for identity
place. While such negotiations between tradition and moder
nity are commonplace in so many works by women, Benlyazid offers an unique
perspective. According to Khannous, her film explores "traditional Islam as a
third way and an alternative for Moroccan women beyond the discourse of
Westernization as well as of Islamic fundamentalism” (this volume). Both films
do not offer any
answers for women caught in such struggles, either local
ly in Tunisia, or in the Arab world at large. Yet, Khannous pointedly observes
how women filmmakers like Tlatli and Benlyazid have successfully intervened
in the male-dominated, increasingly globalized film culture, while exploring the
specific historical and political factors that shape the lives of North African
women. Drawing on the ideas of cultural theorists and feminists from the
Maghreb, Khannous establishes the larger social and historical context of these
feminist films, reminding us of their relevance to the important issues of post
colonial studies, such as "gender, fundamentalism, nationalism and national
identity, memory and history” (this volume). These larger, supposedly transna
tional issues are here given a visible local habitation in the North African
women’s private and public spaces.
Mokhtar Ghambou also brings the historical and the local to bear upon his
critique of postcolonial nomadology. Ghambou traces the discursive develop
ment of the term "nomadism” in postcolonial and poststructuralist theory from
Deleuze and Guattari to more recent nomadologista. He finds, in "postcolo-
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niality’s appropriation of nomadism for its own critical purposes,” a naive and
orientalized desire for authenticity. What he reveals is a shocking perversion of
the aims declared by postcolonial identity theorists. Ghambou’s critique catch
es poststructuralist wit in its own net,
the glib coinage of a theoretical
concept as a product of Eurocentric pleasure, gained through the exoticizing,
fetishizing misidentification of non-Western culture and subjectivity. This is
just the sort of revision of postcolonial theory that enables us to move on from
a rarefied, abstract postcoloniality to a postcolonial practice that is engaged
with historical conditions on the ground. Ghambou’s essay not only under
mines many of the primitivist and nativist assumptions of nomadology, but it
also gestures toward the re-localization of nomadism within the lived social
conditions of real nomads, exiles and migrants. The essay dissolves the myth of
the nomad in order to make
for a politically viable comprehension of sub
altern culture in the postmodern world. Instead of circling around the same
self-regarding issues, Ghambou reminds us that “deterritorialization” is not just
a Western affect — it is
of late capitalism that
see carried out
throughout the Third World, aided by globalization.
In her analysis of Jamaica Kincaid’s “In the Night,” Jana Braziel also pur
sues a contextualizing, historicizing strategy, one that situates Kincaid’s work in
the local traditions of her native island, Antigua. But at the same time, Braziel’s essay draws upon postcolonial theory to develop a sophisticated under
standing of Kincaid’s imagery and narrative technique. The story, and Braziel’s
reading of it, provide us with a case study in postcolonial narrativity. Braziel’s
recuperation of the story’s folkloric foundation allows us to see how a postcolo
nial writer
Kincaid can subvert the conventions of Western literature by
drawing upon an indigenous imaginary. In Braziel’s essay, postcolonial differ
ence is positioned locally, located in the Obeah practices and beliefs that define
Kincaid’s characters and their experiences. These experiences are mobile and
transformative; they stand, not in binary opposition to traditional Western
modes of narrated subjectivity; rather, they oppose and resist static identity by
existing in-between. That is not to say that Western writers have not expressed
themselves through similarly subversive and unconventional narrative methods.
But it is to claim that Kincaid’s “alterrains of identity” are sited and construct
ed at a specific location and culture that is oral, diasporic, non-dualistic and
non-Western. The unconventional expression of that local knowledge and its
mode of thinking is then given embodiment in a text that retains the
of
its Afro-Caribbean origin, but also moves toward the strategy of hybridity the
orized by Homi Bhabha. Kincaid’s “creolized poetics” uses a variety of magical
realism to celebrate collective memory, ritual narrative and decompartmental
ized selfhood, and Braziel’s essay reveals the counter-discourse in Kincaid’s
text, a metamorphing account that resists and subverts colonialist discourse by
and deconstructing the mind-body binary that
been coordinated
with the colonizer-colonized hierarchy. Braziel explores “anti-colonial, transaesthetic” forms of subjectivity by tracing through a detailed, nuanced “close
reading” (though certainly not limited to the classical procedures implied by
that term). The result is not the building of theoretical cloud-castles, but an
interpretive intervention that is
based in the linguistic texture, the
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details of the indigenous pattern, Braziel, like Kincaid herself, draws upon a
localized memory that "contests history, rather than remembering it" (this vol
ume).
Our final essay by Anindyo Roy casts a critical postcolonial
backward
on the social formation of the Bloomsbury group, Britain's "pre-eminent circle
of aesthetes and intellectuals" in Edwardian Britain, Roy focuses on Leonard
Woolf as a lesser
of this group — cast in a supporting role, so to
— in order to trace the complex relationship between these metropolitan intel
lectuals and the British empire, Woolf's colonial
his letters from Cey
lon, critiques of imperialism, and literary works such as "Pearls and Swine,"
according to Roy, present a "specific site for excavating a particular genealogy
of imperialism." This process, as he charts it, "accrues around the jagged rela
tionship between imperialism and the emergence of the modern state, and
between the latter's metropolitan ethos of its citizens and the consolidation of
domestic liberal policies in the twentieth-century era of the British empire"
(this volume).
In this excavation of Woolf's colonial work — both literary and non-literary — Roy clearly demonstrates the contribution of postcolonial theory in
reassessing and rehistoricizing the received narratives of history and ideology.
The essay persuasively demonstrates how the "empire writes back," Woolf's
figure within the Bloomsbury Group embodied several contradictory positions
and roles: between his critical stance against imperialism,
metropolitan
Cambridge identity and his role as a colonial bureaucrat in Ceylon, Roy
describes this process in all its complexity:

Whether one approaches Woolf as a "literary" figure or as a "political"
thinker, it is
that a reconfiguration of these two aspects of his career
as a writer yields a new understanding of the
relations between his
critical stance against imperialism and his own metropolitan
identity ... shaped by his association with the Cambridge circle and by the
role he played as a colonial bureaucrat in Ceylon,
(this

While Roy focuses on Woolf's critique of colonialism, he shows its source in a
"narrative about the logic of colonial extraction and accumulation" evident in
his short story, "Pearls and Swine,"
"Pearls and Swine" is set in a fictional landscape among the pearl fisheries
of southern India and narrated by an Anglo-Indian returned civil servant who
had been in charge of supervising the pearl fisheries, A story centrally con
cerned with colonial power relations, it has a particular biographical
Roy demonstrates, in its relation to Leonard Woolf's own experiences as a
superintendant to a pearl fishery in a coastal village in Ceylon, vividly recount
ed in his letters to Lytton Strachey, among others. Juxtaposing these texts with
other historical documents of the period, Roy offers a powerful exposure of the
interconnections between the colonial and metropolitan worlds in "Pearls and
Swine," Thus, Roys postcolonial critique of the power of the modern state,
buttressed
the metropolitan norms of the "civilty" under colonialism, enables
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us to recognize the immense historical significance of this seemingly innocuous
and "colorful” story — taken from the collection The Stories of the East. And in
doing so, this essay, serves to rehistoricize the legacy of Bloomsbury by restor
ing its links to the politics of empire and state of that era” (this volume).
To conclude, as a collection, these five essays take us on richly diverse post
colonial journeys, exploring new archives of literary and historical knowledge,
always keeping in mind both the legacies of colonialism and the possibilities of
resistance — both discursive and material — that are always at hand. Overall,
witness the formation of varied subjectivities — in Palestine, Tunisia,
Antigua, Ceylon
produced by the political, economic, and ideological strug
gles spawned by colonialism, capitalism, and sexism. Yet,
also recognize that
as sites of intervention and resistance, these essays remain bound by their own
location in a journal confined within the Anglo-American academy.

Notes
1. There have been dozens of reviews of Orientalism, and numerous responses
and critiques have been published. For a few good examples, from various per
spectives, see MacKenzie, Porter and Ahmad.
2. See our list of Works Cited for a fuller set of references (though by no
-inclusive) to the authors mentioned here, as well as other critics engaged in
 
this debate.
"On
Narration.
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